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(57) ABSTRACT

The optical force sensor includes a base member, a displace-
able member, an elastic member disposed between the base
and displaceable members and a displacement detector opti-
cally detecting a displacement of the displaceable member
caused by an external force. The displacement detector
causes first and second light fluxes to form interference
fringes on a first light-receiving element. The first light flux
from a light source is internally reflected at a gap-side surface
of a light-transmissive member. The second light flux from
the light source is transmitted through the light-transmissive
member, reflected by a reflective surface provided to the
displaceable member and again transmitted through the light-
transmissive member. The displacement detector outputs,
from the first light-receiving element, a signal corresponding
to a variation in intensity distribution of the interference
fringes.

10 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets
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1
OPTICAL FORCE SENSOR AND APPARATUS
USING OPTICAL FORCE SENSOR

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates to an optical force sensor to
be used to detect an external force.

2. Description of the Related Art

As a force sensor to detect an external force, Japanese
Patent Laid-Open No. 2010-281635 discloses one that quan-
titatively detects the external force from displacement infor-
mation acquired by using an optical displacement detector
that includes multiple light-receiving elements. This optical
force sensor is capable of detecting displacements in multiple
axes including a displacement in a nonparallel-to-surface
direction with respect to light-receiving surfaces of the light-
receiving elements while having a small thickness.

However, the force sensor disclosed in Japanese Patent
Laid-Open No. 2010-281635 has a difficulty in providing a
sufficient sensitivity to detect the displacement in the nonpar-
allel-to-surface direction without reducing its stiffness so as
to allow a large displacement in that direction. Furthermore,
the disclosed force sensor is likely to be affected by a varia-
tion in light quantity of a light source.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides an optical force sensor
whose thickness can be reduced and which is capable of
highly sensitively detecting, without reducing a sensor stiff-
ness, an external force acting in a nonparallel-to-surface
direction with respect to a light-receiving surface of a light-
receiving element.

The present invention provides as an aspect thereto an
optical force sensor including a base member, a displaceable
member, the displaceable member and the base member
being mutually separated in a first direction, an elastic mem-
ber disposed between the base member and the displaceable
member, and a displacement detector configured to optically
detect a displacement of the displaceable member with
respect to the base member, the displacement being caused by
an external force. The displacement detector includes a light
source provided to one member of the base member and the
displaceable member, a reflective surface provided to another
member of the base member and the displaceable member, a
light-transmissive member disposed between the light source
and the reflective surface and having a gap with the reflective
surface, and a first light-receiving element provided to the one
member. The displacement detector is configured to cause a
first light flux and a second light flux to form interference
fringes on the first light-receiving element, the first light flux
exiting from the light source and being internally reflected at
a gap-side surface of the light-transmissive member, the sec-
ond light flux exiting from the light source, being transmitted
through the light-transmissive member, being reflected by the
reflective surface and being again transmitted through the
light-transmissive member, and to output an output signal
based on a variation of a first signal output from the first
light-receiving element configured to detect an intensity dis-
tribution of the interference fringes, the variation being
caused by a displacement of the displaceable member in the
first direction.

The present invention provides as another aspect an appa-
ratus including a movable portion configured to perform an
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operation, the above optical force sensor, and a controller
configured to control the operation of the movable portion by
using the optical force sensor.

Further features of the present invention will become
apparent from the following description of exemplary
embodiments with reference to the attached drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 illustrates a configuration of an optical force sensor
that is Embodiment 1 of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a side sectional view of a sensor unit in the force
sensor of Embodiment 1.

FIG. 3 is an x-y sectional (z-axis cross-sectional) view of
the sensor unit of Embodiment 1.

FIG. 4 illustrates a light-receiving element array in the
sensor unit of Embodiment 1.

FIG. 5 is an x-y sectional view of a sensor unit of an optical
force sensor that is Embodiment 2 of the present invention.

FIG. 6 is a side sectional view of a sensor unit in an optical
force sensor that is Embodiment 3 of the present invention.

FIG. 7 is an x-y sectional view of the sensor unit of
Embodiment 3.

FIG. 8 is a side sectional view of the sensor unit of Embodi-
ment 3.

FIG. 9 is an x-y sectional view of a sensor unit in an optical
force sensor that is Embodiment 4 of the present invention.

FIG. 10 illustrates a configuration of a robot arm that is
Embodiment 5 of the present invention.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EMBODIMENTS

Exemplary embodiments of the present invention will be
described below with reference to the attached drawings.

Embodiment 1

FIG. 1 illustrates a configuration of an optical force sensor
that is a first embodiment (Embodiment 1) of the present
invention. The force sensor is constituted by a sensor unit 101
and a signal processor 102 serving as a first calculator. The
sensor unit 101 outputs, to the signal processor 102, a dis-
placement signal indicating a displacement of a displaceable
member (described later) in the sensor unit 101, the displace-
ment being caused by an external force. The signal processor
102 calculates a vector amount of the external force from the
input displacement signal and outputs a calculationresult as a
force signal.

FIG. 2 illustrates a side section of the sensor unit 101
viewed from a direction of a y-axis (hereinafter referred to as
“a y-axis direction”), and FIG. 3 illustrates a z-axis cross-
section of the sensor unit 101. FIG. 2 illustrates a section of
the sensor unit 101 cut along a II-1I line in FIG. 3.

The sensor unit 101 is constituted by a base member 1, a
displaceable member 2, elastic supporting members (elastic
member) 3 and a displacement detector 5 (including a detec-
tor body and a reflective member 4). FIG. 3 illustrates a
configuration of the sensor unit 101 in which the displaceable
member 2 and the reflective member 4 are omitted and the
base member 1, the elastic supporting members 3 and the
detector body of the displacement detector 5 are viewed from
a direction of a z-axis (vertical direction; hereinafter referred
to as “a z-axis direction”). A direction of an x-axis orthogonal
to the y- and z-axis directions is hereinafter referred to as “an
x-axis direction”.

The base member 1 and the displaceable member 2 each
having a disk shape are arranged so as to be mutually separate
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in the z-axis direction (first direction as a separation direction
of the base and displaceable members 1 and 2) in which a
z-axis that is a disk center axis thereof extends and are con-
nected to each other via the three cylindrical-shaped elastic
supporting members 3 arranged therebetween. The displace-
able member 2 is vertically displaceable with respect to the
base member 1 in the z-axis direction according to an external
force acting on the displaceable member 2 while elastically
deforming the elastic supporting members 3. In addition, the
displaceable member 2 is parallel displaceable with respectto
the base member 1 in directions (second direction) along the
x- and y-axes orthogonal to the z-axis and is rotationally
displaceable with respect to the base member 1 in directions
about the x-, y- and z-axes.

An elasticity of each elastic supporting member 3 only has
to be appropriately set for a magnitude range of the external
force to be detected and for a stiftness required for the sensor
unit 101. Specifically, when the sensor unit 101 is to detect a
minute external force, the elasticity of each elastic supporting
member 3 is set to be low so that the displaceable member 2
can be displaced even by the minute external force. On the
other hand, when the sensor unit 101 is to detect a large
external force or when a high mechanical stiffness of the
sensor unit 101 is required, the elasticity of each elastic sup-
porting member 3 is set to be high. The detector body of the
displacement detector 5 is constituted by a light source 6,
three light-receiving element arrays (first light-receiving ele-
ment) 7A, 7B and 7C, a sealing layer 8 formed by a light-
transmissive plastic, a cover glass 9 as a light-transmissive
member and a circuit substrate 10. The circuit substrate 10 has
a rectangular shape (or a circular shape) and is fixed to a
central portion of a circular-shaped upper surface (plane) of
the base member 1. The above-described three elastic sup-
porting members 3 are arranged at three 120-degree angu-
larly-spaced positions surrounding the displacement detector
5 that includes the circuit substrate 10.

At a center of the circuit substrate 10, the light source 6 is
mounted. Of the circuit substrate 10, at three 120-degree
angularly-spaced positions surrounding the light source 6, the
three light-receiving element arrays 7A, 7B and 7C are
respectively mounted so as to radially extend. The light
source 6 and the light-receiving element arrays 7A, 7B and 7C
are covered by the sealing layer 8 formed so as to cover an
upper surface of the circuit substrate 10. Furthermore, on an
upper surface of the sealing layer 8, the cover glass 9 is
disposed.

Abovethe cover glass 9, the reflective member 4 formed by
a glass plate is fixed to a lower surface of the displaceable
member 2. Between an upper surface 9qa that is a gap-side
surface (described later) of the cover glass 9 and a lower
surface (reflective surface) 4a of the reflective member 4, a
gap (air layer) G having a height approximately 20 um is
formed.

As described above, the light source 6 and the light-receiv-
ing element arrays 7A, 7B and 7C mounted on the circuit
substrate 10 (i.e., on a same substrate and on an x-y plane as
a same plane) fixed to the base member 1 are arranged so as to
face the reflective member 4 displaceable together with the
displaceable member 2 across the cover glass 9 and the gap G.
The light source 6 is constituted by a light-emitting element
suitable as a point light source, for example, a current con-
finement structure LED. Since the current confinement struc-
ture LED has spatial coherence and thus can have a wider
light distribution angle than that of a semiconductor laser, the
LED is suitable for a case where an emitted light therefrom is
received at multiple positions. The current confinement struc-
ture LED has a light distribution mostly approximated by a
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Lambertian distribution. Moreover, the current confinement
structure LED has a light emission diameter of 80 um, a
central wavelength of 650 nm and a half-wavelength width of
approximately 15 nm. As the light source 6, light sources
having time coherence enabling generation of interference by
an optical path length difference due to the gap G formed
between the cover glass 9 and the reflective member 4, such as
an LED other than the current confinement structure LED and
a semiconductor laser can be used.

As illustrated in FIG. 2, a divergent light flux exiting from
the light source 6 is transmitted through the sealing layer 8
and then enters the cover glass 9. A partial light flux (herein-
after referred to as “afirst light flux™) 21 of the entire light flux
entering the cover glass 9 is internally reflected at a gap-side
surface (interface between the cover glass 9 and the gap G) 9a
of the cover glass 9 to be folded toward the light-receiving
element arrays 7A to 7c. The folded first light flux 21 exits
from the cover glass 9, is transmitted through the sealing layer
8 and then reaches the light-receiving element arrays 7A to
7c¢. On the other hand, another partial light flux (hereinafter
referred to as “a second light flux™) 22 of the entire light flux
entering the cover glass 9 from the light source 6 is transmit-
ted through the cover glass 9, passes through the gap G and is
then reflected by the reflective surface 4a of the reflective
member 4. The second light flux 22 reflected by the reflective
surface 4q is again transmitted through the cover glass 9 and
the sealing layer 8 and reaches the light-receiving element
arrays 7A to 7C.

On the light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7C, the first
and second light fluxes 21 and 22 interfere with each other to
form interference fringes having a concentric stripe-like light
quantity distribution. The light-receiving element arrays 7A
to 7C each output an electrical signal (first signal) corre-
sponding to the light quantity distribution (intensity distribu-
tion) of the interference fringes.

The z-axis direction which is vertical to light-receiving
surfaces (light-receiving planes) of the light-receiving ele-
ment arrays 7A to 7C and rotation directions about the x- and
y-axes are hereinafter collectively referred to as “nonparallel-
to-light-receiving-surface directions”. The signals respec-
tively output from the light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7C
respectively vary in response to a variation in the intensity
distribution of the interference fringes caused by the displace-
ments of the displaceable member 2 in the nonparallel-to-
light-receiving-surface directions including the vertical dis-
placement in the z-axis direction and the rotational
displacements about the x- and y-axes. Thus, using the output
signals from the light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7C
enables detecting the displacements ofthe displaceable mem-
ber 2 in the nonparallel-to-light-receiving-surface directions.

FIG. 4 illustrates arrangement of light-receiving elements
of'one of the three light-receiving element arrays 7A, 7B and
7C. The light-receiving element array is constituted by six-
teen light-receiving elements arranged at equal pitches. The
sixteen light-receiving elements include four light-receiving
element groups respectively corresponding to four phases
A+, B+, A- and B- and each including four light-receiving
elements; the light-receiving elements of the four phases A+,
B+, A- and B- are cyclically arranged in this order in a line.
The width of a set of the four light-receiving elements of the
four phases A+, B+, A— and B- is equal to or close to one
period of the above-described interference fringes. All out-
puts of the four light-receiving elements of each group are
added together. The signals added together respectively in the
four phases are output to the signal processor 102 as four-
phase analog electrical signals S(A+), S(B+), S(A-) and
S(B-).
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The signal processor 102 performs differential calculations
of:

S(A)=S(4+)-S(4-); and

S(B)=S(B+)-S(B-)

to produce two-phase signals S(A) and S(B) in which a com-
mon mode noise and a direct-current component are
removed.

Furthermore, the signal processor 102 calculates a phase
signal @ from the two-phase signals S(A) and S(B) by using
the following expression:

®=4 TAN 2[S(4),5(B)]

where A TAN 2[Y.X] represents an inverse tangent function
that determines an quadrant of coordinates (Y,X) and converts
it into a phase from 0 to 2.

The phase signal ® calculated in this manner, which cor-
responds to a displacement of the interference fringes, varies
by one period inresponse to a wavelength-order displacement
of the displaceable member 2 provided with the reflective
surface 4a. Detection of a displacement amount of the dis-
placeable member 2 corresponding to more than one period
(even multiple periods) of the phase signal ® can be made by
cumulating variation amounts of the phase signal ® with
consideration of folding thereof between 27 and 0.

In addition, this embodiment utilizes the interference
between the two light fluxes, namely, the first and second light
fluxes 21 and 22, which results in an extremely high sensitiv-
ity to the displacement and in output of the phase signal @
close to an ideal sinusoidal wave, thereby enabling providing
a high linearity of the variation of the phase signal ® with
respect to the displacement.

When ®A, ®B and ®C respectively represent the phase
signals @ acquired from the light-receiving element arrays
7A, 7B and 7C, the signal processor 102 performs a matrix
calculation expressed by following expression (1) to acquire
displacement amounts of the displaceable member 2 (reflec-
tive surface 4a) in the nonparallel-to-light-receiving-surface
directions, that is, a displacement amount Z in the z-axis
direction, a rotation amount 0x about the x-axis and a rotation
amount Oy about the y-axis.

M

7 U3 13 13 |ga
6x|=| 0 -1/V3 13 | ¢B
o1 |23 —13 -1 |L¢C

A force Fz in the z-axis direction, a moment Mx about the
x-axis and a moment My about the y-axis, which are external
forces acting on the displaceable member 2 in three nonpar-
allel-to-light-receiving-surface axes, respectively have
approximately proportional relations with the displacement
amount Z in the z-axis direction, the rotation amount 6x about
the x-axis and the rotation amount 8y about the y-axis. Thus,
the signal processor 102 converts the displacement amount Z,
the rotation amount 6x and the rotation amount 8y, by respec-
tively multiplying them by predetermined coefficients, into
values of the external forces in the three nonparallel-to-light-
receiving-surface axes to acquire the values.

As described above, this embodiment can realize a com-
pact and thin optical force sensor capable of highly sensi-
tively detecting the external forces (displacements) without
reducing a stiffness of the sensor.

Although this embodiment described the case where the
base member 1 is provided with the detector body (including
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the light source 6, the light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7C
and the cover glass 9) of the displacement detector 5 and the
displaceable member 2 is provided with the reflective mem-
ber 4, an alternative configuration may be employed in which
the base member 1 is provided with the reflective member and
the displaceable member 2 is provided with the detector body.
That is, the detector body may be provided to one of the base
member 1 and the displaceable member 2, and the reflective
member 4 may be provided to the other of them. This applies
also to other embodiments described later.

Embodiment 2

FIG. 5 illustrates a configuration (z-axis cross-section
similar to FIG. 3) of a sensor unit 101 A of an optical force
sensor that is a second embodiment (Embodiment 2) of the
present invention. This embodiment includes four elastic sup-
porting members 3 whose number and arrangement are dif-
ferent from those in Embodiment 1 and four light-receiving
element arrays 7A to 7C whose number and arrangement are
different from those in Embodiment 1. In this embodiment,
constituent elements identical to those in Embodiment 1 are
denoted by the same reference numerals as those in Embodi-
ment 1.

In this embodiment, the four elastic supporting members 3
are provided to the sensor unit 101A, and the four light-
receiving element arrays 7A, 7B, 7C and 7D are provided to
adisplacement detector SA. The four elastic supporting mem-
bers 3 are arranged between the base member 1 and the
displaceable member 2 at four 90-degree angularly-spaced
positions surrounding the displacement detector SA that
includes a circuit substrate 10A. In addition, at four 90-degree
angularly-spaced positions on the circuit substrate 10A sur-
rounding the light source 6, the four light-receiving element
arrays 7A, 7B, 7C and 7D are respectively mounted so as to
radially extend.

Each of the light-receiving element arrays 7A, 7B, 7C and
7D includes light-receiving elements with the same arrange-
ment as that in Embodiment 1, and the light-receiving ele-
ments output the same four-phase analog electrical signals
S(A+), S(B+), S(A-) and S(B-) as those in Embodiment 1.
The signal processor 102 (not illustrated in FIG. 5) calculates,
from the four-phase analog electrical signals, the same two-
phase signals S(A) and S(B) and the same phase signal ® as
those in Embodiment 1.

When ®A, ®B, ®C and PD respectively represent the
phase signals @ acquired from the light-receiving element
arrays 7A, 7B, 7C and 7D, the signal processor 102 performs
a matrix calculation expressed by following expression (2) to
acquire displacement amounts of the displaceable member 2
(reflective surface 4a) in the nonparallel-to-light-receiving-
surface directions, that is, a displacement amount Z in the
z-axis direction, a rotation amount 6x about the x-axis and a
rotation amount 0y about the y-axis.

71 (U4 14 14 14 %A @
4B
ox|=|12 -12 0 0
0 ¢
Z -
00 12,y

Then, the signal processor 102 converts, as in Embodiment
1, the displacement amount Z, the rotation amount 6x and the
rotation amount 0y, by respectively multiplying them by pre-
determined coefficients, into values of external forces in the
three nonparallel-to-light-receiving-surface axes.
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This embodiment also can realize a compact and thin opti-
cal force sensor capable of highly sensitively detecting the
external forces (displacements) without reducing a stiffness
of the sensor. Moreover, this embodiment detects the
moments about the two axes with the mutually different light-
receiving elements, which enables providing a good signal
separation characteristic.

Embodiment 3

FIG. 6 illustrates a configuration (side section) of a sensor
unit 101B of an optical force sensor that is a third embodiment
(Embodiment 3) of the present invention. FIG. 7 illustrates a
Z-axis cross-section of the sensor unit 101B. FIG. 6 illustrates
asection ofthe sensor unit 101B cut along a VI-VIline in FIG.
7.

The sensor of this embodiment is capable of detecting
six-axis external forces including the three-axis external
forces that can be detected in Embodiment 1 and other three-
axis external forces acting in in-surface directions of light-
receiving surfaces of light-receiving-element arrays (herein-
after referred to as “in-light-receiving-surface directions™)
corresponding to a second direction along the x- and y-axes.
In this embodiment, constituent elements identical to those of
Embodiment 1 are denoted by the same reference numerals as
those in Embodiment 1.

In this embodiment, a displacement detector 5B of the
sensor unit 101B is constituted by a detector body, a reflective
member 4 and a reflective diffraction grating 12. FIG. 7
illustrates the configuration of the sensor unit 101B in which
the displaceable member 2 and the reflective member 4 are
omitted and the base member 1, the elastic supporting mem-
bers 3 and the detector body of the displacement detector 5B
are viewed from the z-axis direction (vertical direction).

The detector body is constituted by the light source 6, the
three light-receiving element arrays (first light-receiving ele-
ment) 7A, 7B and 7C, three light-receiving element arrays
(second light-receiving element) 7E, 7F and 7G, the sealing
layer (light-transmissive plastic) 8, the cover glass (light-
transmissive member) 9 and a circuit substrate 10B. The
circuit substrate 10B has a hexagonal shape (or a circular
shaped) and is fixed to a central portion of a circular-shaped
upper surface (plane) of the base member 1. The three elastic
supporting members 3 are arranged at three 120-degree angu-
larly-spaced positions surrounding the displacement detector
5B that includes the circuit substrate 10B. At a center of the
circuit substrate 10B, the light source 6 is mounted. Of the
circuit substrate 10B, at three 120-degree angularly-spaced
positions in an inner circumferential area surrounding the
light source 6, the three light-receiving element arrays 7A, 7B
and 7C are respectively mounted so as to radially extend.

Furthermore, of the circuit substrate 10B, at three 120-
degree angularly-spaced positions in an outer circumferential
area (area located farther than the light receiving element
arrays 7A, 7B and 7C from the light source 6), three light-
receiving element arrays 7E, 7F and 7G are respectively
mounted so as to extend in tangential directions to a circum-
ferential direction of the outer circumferential area. The three
positions at which the light-receiving element arrays 7E to 7G
are respectively arranged are shifted in the circumferential
direction by 60 degrees with respect to the three positions at
which the light-receiving element arrays 7A, 7B and 7C are
respectively arranged. The light source 6 and the light-receiv-
ing element arrays 7A to 7G are covered by the sealing layer
8 formed so as to cover an upper surface of the circuit sub-
strate 10B. Furthermore, on the upper surface of the sealing
layer 8, the cover glass 9 is disposed. As in Embodiment 1,
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above the cover glass 9, the reflective member 4 is fixed to the
lower surface of the displaceable member 2. Between the
upper surface (gap-side surface) 9a of the cover glass 9 and
the reflective surface 4a that is the lower surface of the reflec-
tive member 4, the gap (air layer) G having a height of
approximately 20 um is formed. In this embodiment, on an
upper surface (back surface opposite to the reflective surface
4a) of the reflective member 4, the reflective diffraction grat-
ing 12 is provided. As described above, the light source 6 and
the light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7G mounted on the
circuit substrate 10B (i.e., on a same substrate and on an x-y
plane as a same plane) fixed to the base member 1 are
arranged so as to face the reflective member 4 and the reflec-
tive diffraction grating 12 which are displaceable together
with the displaceable member 2 across the cover glass 9 and
the gap G. As illustrated in FIG. 6, a divergent light flux
exiting from the light source 6, which is constituted by a
current confinement structure LED or the like as in Embodi-
ment 1, is transmitted through the sealing layer 8 and then
enters the cover glass 9. Of the entire light flux entering the
cover glass 9, a first light flux 21 is internally reflected at a
gap-side surface 9a of the cover glass 9 to be folded toward
the light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7C. The folded first
light flux 21 exits from the cover glass 9, is transmitted
through the sealing layer 8 and then reaches the light-receiv-
ing element arrays 7A to 7c.

On the other hand, a second light flux 22 of the entire light
flux entering the cover glass 9 from the light source 6 is
transmitted through the cover glass 9, passes through the gap
G and is then reflected by the reflective surface 4a of the
reflective member 4. Thereafter, the second light flux 22
reflected by the reflective surface 4a is again transmitted
through the cover glass 9 and the sealing layer 8 and reaches
the light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7C.

As described also in Embodiment 1, on the light-receiving
element arrays 7A to 7C, the first and second light fluxes 21
and 22 interfere with each other to form interference fringes.
The light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7C each output an
electrical signal corresponding to a light quantity distribution
(intensity distribution) of the interference fringes. Therefore,
using the output signals from the light-receiving element
arrays 7A to 7C varying in response to a variation in the
intensity distribution of the interference fringes caused by the
displacements of the displaceable member 2 in the nonparal-
lel-to-light-receiving-surface directions enables detecting the
displacements of the displaceable member 2 in the nonparal-
lel-to-light-receiving-surface directions. Furthermore, a light
flux (hereinafter referred to as “a third light flux™) 23 entering
the cover glass 9 from the light source 6, being transmitted
therethrough and then being transmitted through the reflec-
tive surface 4a of the reflective member 4 is reflected by the
reflective diffraction grating 12 formed on the back surface of
the reflective member 4. The third light flux 23 reflected by
the reflective diffraction grating 12 exits from the reflective
surface 4a of the reflective member 4, is again transmitted
through the cover glass 9 and the sealing layer 8 and then
reaches the light-receiving element arrays 7E to 7G.

The third light flux 23 forms, on the light-receiving ele-
ment arrays 7E to 7G, a grating image that is an optical image
having a double size of the reflective diffraction grating 12.
The light-receiving element arrays 7E to 7G each output an
electrical signal corresponding to a light quantity distribution
(intensity distribution) of the grating image.

The signals respectively output from the light-receiving
element arrays 7E to 7G vary in response to a variation in the
intensity distribution of the grating image caused by the dis-
placements of the displaceable member 2 in the in-light-
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receiving-surface directions including parallel displacements
in the x- and y-axis directions and a rotational displacement
about the z-axis. Thus, using the output signals from the
light-receiving element arrays 7E to 7G enables detecting the
displacements of the displaceable member 2 in the in-light-
receiving-surface directions. As illustrated in FIG. 6, the
light-receiving element arrays 7E to 7G are arranged at posi-
tions where the second light flux (fourth light flux) 22 A hits
the gap-side surface 9a of the cover glass 9 at an incident
angle larger than a critical angle and is thereby internally
reflected at the gap-side surface 9a to reach the light-receiv-
ing element arrays 7E to 7G. The critical angle is a smallest
incident angle of light to a surface at which the light is totally
reflected by the surface. Therefore, the first light flux 21 does
not reach the light-receiving element arrays 7E to 7G, and
consequently the first and second light fluxes 21 and 22A do
not form interference fringes thereon. Each of the light-re-
ceiving element arrays 7A to 7C and 7E to 7G includes
light-receiving elements with the same arrangement as that in
Embodiment 1, and the light-receiving elements output the
same four-phase analog electrical signals S(A+), S(B+),
S(A-) and S(B-) as those in Embodiment 1. The signal pro-
cessor 102 (not illustrated in FIGS. 6 and 7) calculates, from
the four-phase analog electrical signals, the same two-phase
signals S(A) and S(B) and the same phase signal ® as those in
Embodiment 1. The signal processor 102 in this embodiment
corresponds to a first calculator and a second calculator. In
addition, as the reflective diffraction grating 12, a waveform-
distortion reduction pattern is desirable to be used in order to
increase linearity of the variation of the phase signal with
respect to the displacement of the displaceable member 2.

When ®A, ®B and ®C respectively represent the phase
signals @ acquired from the light-receiving element arrays
7A, 7B and 7C, and ®F, ®F and PG respectively represent
the phase signals @ acquired from the light-receiving element
arrays 7E, 7F and 7G, the signal processor 102 performs a
matrix calculation expressed by following expression (3) to
acquire displacement amounts of the displaceable member 2
(reflective surface 4a) in the nonparallel-to-light-receiving-
surface directions, that is, a displacement amount Z in the
z-axis direction, a rotation amount 6x about the x-axis and a
rotation amount 8y about the y-axis, and to acquire displace-
ment amounts of the displaceable member 2 (reflective dif-
fraction grating 12) in the in-light-receiving-surface direc-
tions, that is, a displacement amount X in the x-axis direction,
adisplacement amountY in the y-axis direction and a rotation
amount Oz about the z-axis.

_ (3)
o 0 0 0 0 W3 1W3 o4
ol |0 0 0 -3 13 153 || 45
| |13 3 3 o 0 0 |lec
X710 W3 -1W3 0 -1W3a 3ol 9E
Y'don 13 13 -3 138 13p ||¢F
z e
00 0 3 1A 13

In expression (3), o and f respectively represent coeffi-
cients equivalent to half of sensitivities to the displacements
of'the grating image on the light-receiving element arrays 7E
to 7G in the x- and y-axis directions when the reflective
member 4 is rotationally displaced by the rotation amounts 6x
and By. The reason for using the coefficient equivalent to half
of'the sensitivity is that the displacement of the grating image
is doubled compared to the displacement of the reflective
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member 4 in the in-light-receiving-surface direction. Using
the coefficients o and 3 enables converting the displacement
of the grating image on the light-receiving element arrays 7E
to 7G into the displacement of the reflective member 4 in the
in-light-receiving-surface direction.

The coefficients o and [ depend on design of the sensor
unit 101B, and can be acquired by geometrical-optical calcu-
lation using design values such as a distance between the light
source 6 and the reflective diffraction grating 12 and a dis-
tance between the light source 6 and the light-receiving ele-
ment arrays 7E to 7G. The coefficients may be set alterna-
tively by actual measurement. In this manner, in the
displacement detection in the in-light-receiving-surface
direction using the reflective diffraction grating 12, a
crosstalk component generated due to a tilt displacement of
the reflective member 4 can be removed. As described also in
Embodiment 1, the force Fz in the z-axis direction, the
moment Mx about the x-axis and the moment My about the
y-axis, which are external forces acting on the displaceable
member 2 in three nonparallel-to-light-receiving-surface
axes, respectively have approximately proportional relations
with the displacement amount Z in the z-axis direction, the
rotation amount 0x about the x-axis and the rotation amount
By about the y-axis. Thus, the signal processor 102 converts
the displacement amount Z, the rotation amount 6x and the
rotation amount 0y, by respectively multiplying them by pre-
determined coefficients, into values of the external forces in
the three nonparallel-to-light-receiving-surface axes to
acquire the values.

Similarly, a force Fx in the x-axis direction, a force Fy in
the y-axis direction and a moment Mz about the z-axis, which
are external forces acting on the displaceable member 2 in
three in-light-receiving-surface axes, respectively have
approximately proportional relations with the displacement
amount X in the x-axis direction, the displacement amount’Y
in the y-axis direction and the rotation amount 8z about the
z-axis. Thus, the signal processor 102 converts the displace-
ment amount X, the displacement amountY and the rotation
amount 0z, by respectively multiplying them by predeter-
mined coefficients, into values of the external forces in the
three in-light-receiving-surface axes to acquire the values.

As described above, this embodiment also can realize a
compact and thin optical force sensor capable of highly sen-
sitively detecting the external forces (displacements) without
reducing a stiftness of the sensor. Moreover, this embodiment
can realize a six-axis force sensor capable of detecting not
only the external forces in the three nonparallel-to-light-re-
ceiving-surface axes but also the external forces in the three
in-light-receiving-surface axes.

In this embodiment, the concentric stripe-like interference
fringes formed by the interference between the first and sec-
ond light fluxes 21 and 22 is different in direction by 90
degrees from diffraction interference fringes formed by inter-
ference between the third light flux 23 reflected by the reflec-
tive diffraction grating 12 and second light fluxes 23 and 22A.
Therefore, even when the light-receiving element arrays 7A
to 7C and 7E to 7G are arranged at positions where these
interference fringes overlap each other, the signals output
therefrom are not significantly affected thereby. Accordingly,
the light-receiving element arrays 7A to 7C and the light-
receiving element arrays 7E to 7G may be arranged on a same
circle centered at the light source 6.

Embodiment 4

FIG. 8 illustrates a configuration (side section) of a sensor
unit 101C of an optical force sensor that is a fourth embodi-
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ment (Embodiment 4) of the present invention. FIG. 9 illus-
trates a z-axis cross-section of the sensor unit 101C. FIG. 8
illustrates a section of the sensor unit 101C cot along a VIII-
VI line in FIG. 9. In this embodiment, constituent elements
identical to those of Embodiment 2 are denoted by the same
reference numerals as those in Embodiment 1.

In this embodiment, a displacement detector 5C of the
sensor unit 101C is constituted by a detector body, the reflec-
tive member 4 and multiple reflective diftraction gratings 12.
FIG. 9 illustrate a configuration of the sensor unit 101C in
which the displaceable member 2, the reflective member 4
and the cover glass 9 of the displacement detector 5C are
omitted, and the base member 1, four elastic supporting mem-
bers 3 and the detector body of the displacement detector 5C
are viewed from the z-axis direction (vertical direction).

The detector body of the displacement detector 5C is con-
stituted by the light source 6, a two-dimensional area sensor
13 as a two-dimensional image sensor as a CCD sensor, the
cover glass (light-transmissive member) 9 and a circuit sub-
strate 10C. The circuit substrate 10C has a rectangular shape
(or a circular shape) and is fixed to the central portion of the
circular-shaped upper surface (plane) of the base member 1.
The four elastic supporting members 3 are arranged at four
90-degree angularly-spaced positions surrounding the dis-
placement detector 5C including the circuit substrate 10C.

The area sensor 13 is mounted on the circuit substrate 10C.
In a rectangular area formed at a center of the area sensor 13,
pixels of the area sensor 13 are not arranged. In the rectangu-
lar area, electrodes for the light source (not illustrated in FIG.
9) are formed, and the light source 6 is mounted therein.

In an outer peripheral area outside the area sensor 13 on the
circuit substrate 10C, a spacer 14 having a rectangular frame
shape is disposed. On an upper end of the spacer 14, the cover
glass 9 is disposed. The area sensor 13 and the light source 6
on the circuit substrate 10C are thus packaged with a space
surrounded by the spacer 14 and the cover glass 9. Above the
cover glass 9, the reflective member 4 is fixed to the lower
surface of the displaceable member 2. Between the upper
surface (gap-side surface) 9a of the cover glass 9 and the
reflective surface 4a that is the lower surface of the reflective
member 4, a gap (air layer) G having a height of approxi-
mately 20 pm is formed. Furthermore, on the upper surface
(back surface opposite to the reflective surface 4a) of the
reflective member 4, the multiple reflective diffraction grat-
ings 12 are provided.

As described above, the light source 6 and the area sensor
13 mounted on the circuit substrate 10B (i.e., on a same
substrate) fixed to the base member 1 are arranged so as to
face the reflective member 4 and the reflective diffraction
gratings 12 displaceable together with the displaceable mem-
ber 2 across the cover glass 9 and the gap G.

As illustrated in FIG. 8, a divergent light flux exiting from
the light source 6 constituted by, as in Embodiment 1, a
current-confinement structure LED or the like passes through
a space (hereinafter referred to as “a package space”) on the
light source 6 and the area sensor 13 and enters the cover glass
9. Of'the entire light flux entering the cover glass 9, a first light
flux 21 is internally reflected at the gap-side surface 9a of the
cover glass 9 to be folded toward the area sensor 13. The
folded first light flux exits from the cover glass 9, passes
through the package space and then, as illustrated in FIG. 9,
enters a first light-receiving area 13a corresponding to a first
light-receiving element of the area sensor 13.

On the other hand, a second light flux 22 of the entire light
flux entering the cover glass 9 from the light source 6 is
transmitted through the cover glass 9, passes through the gap
G and is then reflected by the reflective surface 4a of the
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reflective member 4. The second light flux 22 reflected by the
reflective surface 4a is again transmitted through the cover
glass 9, passes through the package space and then reaches
the first light-receiving area 13a.

Similarly to Embodiments 1 and 3, on the first light-receiv-
ing area 13a, the first and second light fluxes 21 and 22
interfere with each other to form interference fringes. The
area sensor 13 outputs, from the first light-receiving area 13a,
an image signal corresponding to a light quantity distribution
(intensity distribution) of the interference fringes. Using the
output signal from the first light-receiving area 134 that varies
in response to a variation in the intensity distribution of the
interference fringes caused by the displacement of the dis-
placeable member 2 in the nonparallel-to-light-receiving-sur-
face direction enables detecting the displacement of the dis-
placeable member 2 in the nonparallel-to-light-receiving-
surface direction.

On the other hand, a third light flux 23 entering the cover
glass 9 from the light source 6, being transmitted there-
through and then being transmitted through the reflective
surface 4a of the reflective member 4 is reflected by the
reflective diffraction gratings 12 formed on the back surface
of the reflective member 4. As illustrated in FIG. 9, the third
light flux 23 reflected by the reflective diffraction gratings 12
exits from the reflective surface 4a of the reflective member 4,
is again transmitted through the cover glass 9, again passes
through the package space and then reaches a second light-
receiving area 135 corresponding to a second light-receiving
element of the area sensor 13. The third light flux 23 forms, on
the second light-receiving area 135, grating images that are
optical images each having a double size of the corresponding
one of the reflective diffraction gratings 12. The area sensor
13 outputs, from the second light-receiving area 135, an
image signal corresponding to a light quantity distribution
(intensity distribution) of the grating images.

Similarly to Embodiment 3, the signal (image signal) out-
put from the second light-receiving area 136 varies in
response to a variation in the intensity distribution of the
grating image caused by the displacements of the displace-
able member 2 in the in-light-receiving-surface directions.
Thus, using the image signal output from the second light-
receiving area 135 enables detecting the displacements of the
displaceable member 2 in the in-light-receiving-surface
directions. The signal processor 102 (not illustrated in FIGS.
8 and 9) performs an image process on the image signal
output from the area sensor 13 to produce signals respectively
corresponding to the phase signals @A, @B, ®C, OE, ®F and
DG described in Embodiment 3. In this process, the signal
processor 102 may detect a pitch of the concentric stripe-like
interference fringes by using the image signal from the first
light-receiving area 13a and correct, by using the detection
result, phase amounts (calculation results acquired from the
output from the second light-receiving area 1356) of the phase
signals ®F to ®G. This correction enables accurately con-
verting the phase signals ®F to G into external forces even
when the pitch of the interferential fringes varies due to a
rotation or the like of the displaceable member 2 in the non-
parallel-to-light-receiving-surface direction. Since the subse-
quent calculations are same as those in Embodiment 3,
description thereof is omitted.

This embodiment also can realize a compact and thin opti-
cal force sensor capable of highly sensitively detecting the
external forces (displacements) without reducing a stiffness
of the sensor.

Embodiment 5

FIG. 10 illustrates a configuration of a carrying apparatus
with a robot arm as an apparatus using any one of the optical
force sensors described in Embodiments 1 to 4.
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A robot arm 200 as a movable portion configured to per-
form an operation grasps, by its grasping portion 201, an
object 205 to be carried. The robot arm 200 performs the
operation to insert the object 205 into a hole portion 2064
formed on a substrate 206. This operation is controlled by a
controller 210.

The robot arm 200 is provided with the optical force sensor
(FIG. 10 shows the sensor unit 101 of the optical sensor of
Embodiment 1) to detect an upward external force acting on
the grasping portion 201 from the substrate 206 via the object
205.

When the object 205 is in contact with a portion of an upper
surface of the substrate 206 other than the hole portion 2064,
the external force acts on the force sensor (sensor unit 101)
from the grasping portion 201. Therefore, the force sensor
detects that the object 205 is located at a position where the
hole portion 2064 is not formed. In response to this detection,
the controller 210 controls the operation of the robot arm 200
s0 as to move the object 205 along the upper surface of the
substrate 206.

When the object 205 is located at a position below which
the hole portion 206« is formed, the external force acting on
the force sensor (sensor unit 101) from the holding portion
201 extinguishes, and therefore the force sensor detects that
the object 205 is located at a position coinciding with that of
the hole portion 206a. In response to this detection, the con-
troller 210 controls the operation of the robot arm 200 so as to
insert the object 205 into the hole portion 2064.

Using any one of the optical force sensors described in
Embodiments 1 to 4 for the robot arm 200 enables controlling
the operation of the robot arm 200 with good accuracy.

Each of the optical force sensors described in Embodi-
ments 1 to 4 can be used for not only such a carrying apparatus
with the robot arm, but also various apparatuses that control
an operation of a movable portion by using an external force
detection result.

As described above, each of the embodiments can realize a
compact and thin optical force sensor capable of detecting the
displacement in the first direction that is a nonparallel-to-
surface direction with respect to the light-receiving surface of
the light-receiving element, with high sensitivity (that is, with
high accuracy), without reducing a stiffness of the sensor.
Accordingly, using the force sensor enables realizing an
apparatus capable of controlling an operation of a movable
portion with high accuracy.

While the present invention has been described with refer-
ence to exemplary embodiments, it is to be understood that
the invention is not limited to the disclosed exemplary
embodiments. The scope of the following claims is to be
accorded the broadest interpretation so as to encompass all
such modifications and equivalent structures and functions.

This application claims the benefit of Japanese Patent
Application No. 2014-075058, filed on Apr. 1, 2014, which is
hereby incorporated by reference herein in its entirety.

What is claimed is:

1. An optical force sensor comprising:

a base member;

a displaceable member, the displaceable member and the
base member being mutually separated in a first direc-
tion;

an elastic member disposed between the base member and
the displaceable member; and

a displacement detector configured to optically detect a
displacement of the displaceable member with respect to
the base member, the displacement being caused by an
external force,

wherein the displacement detector includes:
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a light source provided to one member of the base member
and the displaceable member;

a reflective surface provided to another member of the base
member and the displaceable member;

a light-transmissive member disposed between the light
source and the reflective surface and having a gap with
the reflective surface; and

a first light-receiving element provided to the one member,
and

wherein the displacement detector is configured:

(a) to cause a first light flux and a second light flux to form
interference fringes on the first light-receiving element,
the first light flux exiting from the light source and being
internally reflected at a gap-side surface of the light-
transmissive member, the second light flux exiting from
the light source, being transmitted through the light-
transmissive member, being reflected by the reflective
surface and being again transmitted through the light-
transmissive member; and

(b) to output an output signal based on a variation of a first
signal output from the first light-receiving element con-
figured to detect an intensity distribution of the interfer-
ence fringes, the variation being caused by a displace-
ment of the displaceable member in the first direction.

2. An optical force sensor according to claim 1, further
comprising a first calculator configured to calculate an exter-
nal force acting in the first direction by using the output from
the first light-receiving element.

3. An optical force sensor according to claim 1,

wherein the displacement detector includes:

a diffraction grating provided to the one member; and

a second light-receiving element provided to the other
member, and

wherein the displacement detector is configured:

(a) to cause a third light flux to form an optical image on the
second light-receiving element, the third light flux exit-
ing from the light source, being transmitted through the
light-transmissive member, being reflected by the dif-
fraction grating and being again transmitted through the
light-transmissive member; and

(b) to output, from the second light-receiving element, a
signal corresponding to a displacement of the optical
image, the displacement of the optical image being
caused by a displacement of the displaceable member in
a second direction orthogonal to the first direction and
parallel to a light-receiving surface of the second light-
receiving element.

4. An optical force sensor according to claim 3, wherein the
second light-receiving element is disposed at a position where
the second light flux hits the gap-side surface of the light-
transmissive member at an incident angle larger than a critical
angle, is internally reflected at the gap-side surface and then
enters the second light-receiving element.

5. An optical force sensor according to claim 3, further
comprising a second calculator configured to calculate an
external force acting in the second direction by using the
output from the second light-receiving element.

6. An optical force sensor according to claim 5, wherein the
second calculator is configured to correct, by using the output
from the first light-receiving element, its calculation result
calculated using the output from the second light-receiving
element.

7. An optical force sensor according to claim 1, wherein the
light source is a current confinement structure LED.

8. An optical force sensor according to claim 1, wherein the
light source and the first light-receiving element are mounted
on a same substrate.
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9. Anoptical force sensor according to claim 3, wherein the
first and second light-receiving elements are included in a
two-dimensional image sensor.

10. An apparatus comprising:

a movable portion configured to perform an operation;

an optical force sensor; and

a controller configured to control the operation of the mov-
able portion by using the optical force sensor,

wherein:

the optical force sensor comprises:

a base member;

a displaceable member configured to move integrally with
the movable portion, the displaceable member and the
base member being mutually separated in a first direc-
tion;

an elastic member disposed between the base member and
the displaceable member; and

a displacement detector configured to optically detect a
displacement of the displaceable member with respect to
the base member, the displacement being caused by an
external force, and

the displacement detector includes:

alight source provided to one member of the base member
and the displaceable member;
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a reflective surface provided to another member of the base
member and the displaceable member;

a light-transmissive member disposed between the light
source and the reflective surface and having a gap with
the reflective surface; and

a first light-receiving element provided to the one member,
and

wherein the displacement detector is configured:

(a) to cause a first light flux and a second light flux to form
interference fringes on the first light-receiving element,
the first light flux exiting from the light source and being
internally reflected at a gap-side surface of the light-
transmissive member, the second light flux exiting from
the light source, being transmitted through the light-
transmissive member, being reflected by the reflective
surface and being again transmitted through the light-
transmissive member; and

(b) to output an output signal based on a variation of a first
signal output from the first light-receiving element con-
figured to detect an intensity distribution of the interfer-
ence fringes, the variation being caused by a displace-
ment of the displaceable member in the first direction.
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